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It is not the purpose of this paper to present a complete ethnobotanical study of the peyote-cult, but rather to consider whether its widespread diffusion is due to the vision-producing properties attributed to the alkaloids of Lophophora Williamsii or to the supposed therapeutic properties of the plant. In a consideration of this kind, certain fundamental facts pertaining to the botanical, chemical, and pharmacological investigations relating to Lophophora Williamsii must be enumerated, for only on such a foundation can an accurate interpretation of peyote and some of its problems be made.
II
Lophophora Williamsii is a small, grey-green, spineless, napiform cactus possessing remarkable narcotic properties,8 rarely exceeding fifteen centimeters in length and five or six in diameter at the top. The chlorophyllbearing crown is less than one quarter the length of the plant. Peyote plants are normally unicephalous, but age and injury may cause them to become polycephalous, assuming bizarre shapes, often resembling a deerhoof imprint, a circumstance which may account for the close association of peyote with the deer in Mexican Indian mythology.' The crown is divided into from five to thirteen broad, rounded ribs, separated by straight or spiral furrows. Transverse grooves may divide the ribs into a number of low, polyhedral tubercles, each bearing an areola from which grows a tuft of matted hairs. These tufts of greyish-white, wooly hairs give a lanuginous appearance to the plant which is of importance in etymological considerations.10 The flowers, varying from red to pink or white, are borne on the apical areolae at the top of the crown during June and July. When the crowns of peyote are cut off and dried, they form the so-called mescal buttons which are eaten in the ceremony.
Lophophora Williamsii is not a rare plant. It grows on both banks of the Rio Grande and in scattered places in Aguas Calientes, Chihuahua, Coahuila, Hidalgo, Jalisco, Nuevo Leon, Queretaro, San Luis Potosi, Tamaulipas, and Zacatecas. The Indians of Mexico and the southern plains make annual "pilgrimages" to gather it. Those tribes too distant to visit the 8 In considering problems in which the word peyote forms an integral part of the basis of argument, botanical identification is not only desirous but essential. In another paper (Peyote [Lophophora Williamsii] and Plants Confused With It), I have called attention to at least fifteen entirely distinct and unrelated plants which are known under the term peyote, and a large number of additional plants are confused with Lophophora Williamsii through its other common names, such as mescal, mescal bean, piule, dry whiskey, ololiuqui, etc. "peyote tea" is drunk. This tea is widely used both in the ceremony and in daily life when peyote is administered medicinally. In Mexico, fresh peyote is ground on a metate, and the resulting thick brown liquid is drunk.8s Mexican Indians sometimes add peyote, thus prepared, to alcoholic fruit juices to produce a delirious intoxication."9 This use of Lophophora Williamsii, however, should not lead to its confusion with mescal, the alcoholic Agave-brandy prepared from Agave spp.
III
The visual hallucinations often induced by peyote have been considered of fundamental importance as an "appeal" in the diffusion of the peyote cult among the Plains Indian tribes.
It has been pointed out20 that formerly many aspects of Plains Indian life centered around the pursuit of visions. The vision-quest "as an affair of maturity" has become widely recognized as an outstanding characteristic of Plains culture as a whole.
Since visions are occasionally induced during peyote intoxication, it has been thought that the fantastic peyote vision was so appealing that the Plains Indians adopted the peyote cult as an easy way of obtaining visual hallucinations. Shonle, for example, writes: "All over the Plains where the dried peyote is used, the Indians delight in the peyote visions and respond to their thrill, even when the dreams are terrifying in character."21
From the belief that the vision configuration is the integrating principle in the Plains peyote ceremony a natural inference has been that the rapidity with which peyote has spread was due to the ease with which it could become naturalized to the established pattern. According to this, peyote offered a method of obtaining visions without the self-torture and privation resorted to by some of the Plains tribes in the vision quest.
Peyote did not have to win its way into a system of religion which was without visions. Rather, it facilitated obtaining visions already sought. It was holy medicine given to the Indian that he might get into immediate touch with the supernatural without long periods of fasting. Thus, the underlying belief in the supernatural origin of visions is important among factors contributing to the diffusion of peyote and, in a general way, defines the area of its probable spread.2
In my opinion, the principal appeal of peyote has been and continues 18s to be centered around the therapeutic and stimulating properties of the plant and not around its vision producing properties. In other words, the peyote vision has been incidental while the medicinal reputation of peyote has been fundamental in the establishment, spread, and, to some extent, in the maintenance of the peyote cult in the United States.
IV
The medico-religious peyote cult was already established in Mexico when the Spaniards arrived. The earliest record of the use of Lophophora Williamsii is that of Sahagun23 who wrote that the Chichimeca ate the root, peiotl, which induced amusing or terrifying visions and stimulated them in battle. He failed to note whether or not these Indians used the plant therapeutically. Cardenas24 also wrote of the terrifying visions which followed indulgence.
Hernandez,25 describing the plant as Peyotl zacatecensis, emphasized the fact that it was used in prophesying and in the treatment of pains. He did not mention peyote visions.
Likewise, Ortego, who described the Cora ceremony, made no mention of visions. Furthermore, Arlegui did not report visual hallucinations, but stated emphatically that peynote was administered as a panacea and as an aid in prophesying.26
Thus, from a survey of early Mexican accounts of the use of peyote, the importance of the plant as a medicine seems to overtop the importance of peyote visions.
Correlated with virtues which are valuable to aboriginal therapy, there are properties making peyote a remarkable stimulant and tonic. Indeed, so close to each other are some of the uses of the plant for stimulation and for curing disease that it is often difficult to distinguish between the two. Since these uses both pertain to the retention or the restoration of a feeling of well-being, it is obvious that they must be closely associated.
Sahagun, Ortego, and others have described peyote as a favorite stimulant in warfare."27 Sahagun reported that it strengthened and encouraged the warriors. De la Motta28 stated that the Spanish were severely handicapped in their conquest of the Nayarit kingdom by the resistance of the 23 Peyote is widely used as a stimulant in Mexico at the present time. Lumholtz,30 for example, found the Tarahumare using the plant for stimulation. He tested it to his own satisfaction, comparing its physiological action with that of Erythroxylon Coca Lam. Diguet corroborates this, saying: "In using the drug moderately, the partaker is endowed with energy which permits him to overcome great fatigue and to endure hunger and thirst for five days."31
That the therapeutic appeal of Lophophora Williamsii is still strong in Mexico is shown by recent writers. Lumholtz wrote that the Tarahumare, Huichol, and Tepehuane apply peyote externally for rheumatism, wounds, burns, snakebites, and skin diseases. Furthermore, he stated that "it is an absolute cure against the painful stings of scorpions, and, as such, deserves to be widely known."32 Bennett and Zingg33 have found that the Tarahumare apply crushed peyote externally as an ointment. In this tribe "hicouri (peyote) dances are more frequent during times of sickness."34 Peyote has been widely used in Mexico as a cure for arrow wounds; the dried, powdered root being packed into the wound until healing occurs.3"
In Mexico, as in the United States, the therapeutic use of Lophophora Williamsii grades into the superstitious and pseudotherapeutic. To its use is attributed health and longevity; rubbed on the knees, it is believed to give strength in walking; in curing disease, it is said to fortify the body against future ills and to purify the soul. Unlike many herbs, peyote is not offered to the dead, but is eaten at death feasts to fortify the living. incorporated the word peyote into the verb empeyotizarse, the usual term employed among rural Mexicans to signify self-medication (with aspirin) for indisposition following alcoholic intoxication. The emphasis on the curing powers of peyote is as great among the northern Indians who use it as it is among the Indians of Mexico. The Kiowa and Comanche, for example, the earliest recipients of peyote on the plains, rely on the cactus as a panacea. Among the Oklahoma tribes with which I worked, I found that there is hardly a disease which is not believed to be curable with peyote. Some of the ills listed as responding to peyote were tuberculosis, pneumonia, scarlet fever, intestinal ills, diabetes, rheumatic pains, colds, grippe, fevers, and venereal diseases. Among the Kiowa, partly masticated mescal buttons are packed around an aching tooth. The Delaware also practice this type of dental therapy.3' A Shawnee informed me that peyote tea was a good antiseptic wash for open wounds and a soothing liniment if applied warm to an aching limb. It is used "as white man uses aspirin." Mooney observed: "I have also seen an Indian eat one between meals as a sort of appetizer."38 Several mescal buttons are given three times during childbirth among the Kiowa, Kickapoo, Shawnee, and probably other Plains tribes. The frequent use of peyote as a medicine has led to the statement that the plant is employed as a habit-narcotic, but field investigators deny that this is so.
V
The sustaining properties of Lophophora Williamsii, together with its supposed medicinal virtues, are fundamental to practically every peyote origin myth. The peyote vision seldom enters into circumstances enumerated by the Indians as having led to the discovery of the properties of the "sacred cactus." Usually the myth relates the remarkable sustaining powers of peyote when eaten by a lost starving Indian. Similarly, a Mexican myth"3 tells of the power of peyote to save a whole people engaged in desperate battle under adverse conditions. The essential point is that the stimulating, or sometimes the curative, properties of peyote provide the central theme of most myths, making it clear that this appeal is fundamental.
VI
An historical survey of the peyote cult in America indicates that, with few exceptions, the first peyote leader of a tribe was converted as the re- 37 Petrullo, Diabolic Root. 38 Mooney, Mescal Plant Ceremony. 39 Lumholtz, Unknown Mexico. suit of a cure and not through a quest for visions. Once converted, he usually tried to impress his friends with the remarkable virtues of the new plant. From a position of indifference or actual hostility, many of the first advocates of the peyote cult became ardent supporters of the religion centering around it. These advocates, likewise, encountered strong opposition from the older and more conservative elements in the tribe. With such powerful forces to fight, peyote leaders would naturally make use of the most influential recommendations that peyote possessed. In the healing power of Lophophora Williamsii, the peyotists found an appeal which completely swept aside conservative opposition and paved the way for rapid acceptance of the plant and its cult. Radin has emphasized this as follows:
In the early days of the peyote cult, it appears that Rave relied principally for new converts upon the knowledge of the great curative virtue of the peyote. The main point, apparently, was to induce people to try it, and I hardly believe that any amount of preaching of its direct effects, such as the hyper-stimulation induced, the glorious visions, and the feeling of relaxation following, would ever have induced prominent members of the medicine bands to do so. For that reason, it is highly significant that all the older members of the peyote speak of the diseases of which it cured them. Along this line lay unquestionably its appeal for the first converts.40
Of the records of early peyote leaders, only one (John Wilson) indicates that the vision was considered as an appeal, and, in Wilson's case, the curative properties of peyote were stressed as much, if not more, than the vision.
Elk Hair, who simultaneously with John Wilson introduced peyote to the Delaware, consistently refused to eat peyote, although he was critically ill. Finally, however, he submitted to the pleas of friends to have a peyote ceremony for his recovery. The "cure" was successful, and Elk Hair became an ardent peyotist.41
Wilson introduced a slightly different type of ceremony to the Delaware. He was not converted through a cure, but became acquainted with peyote through a deliberate effort to learn its virtues. He went into seclusion and spent several weeks in a continuous peyote intoxication, during which time he was "continually translated in spirit to the sky-realm where he was conducted by peyote."42
The Wilson ceremony is dominant among the Delaware today, and Petrullo feels that the reason for the failure of Elk Hair's ceremony was due to the fact that "he preached the old religion, and offered only another medico-religious cult," whereas Wilson "brought to his people a new religion, a hope of building anew, a definite severance with the past." This may be true to a slight extent, but it is clear that Delaware peyotism, like that of other American Indian tribes, is essentially a medico-religious cult. Petrullo calls attention to this fact himself when he says: Thus, the peyotist subjects himself to the peyote intoxication, to prayer and concentration on religious matters for twelve and eighteen hours for the sake of helping a fellow man. By concerted effort, by attaining purity, by appealing to peyote, the devotees hope to win the attention of the spirit-forces and their intercession for the sick person. The personal enlightenment and other benefits that may come to one in the course of the meeting are merely incidental in relation to the major objective of effecting a cure.
This statement suggests that the element of curing and health is fundamental to Delaware peyotism.
Wilson himself considered peyote a great medicine, although his own conversion was not through a cure.
[He] approved the use of native herbal remedies, saying that they would do good, but he pointed out that as the peyote worshipper progressed in knowledge, he could ignore the effects of the native pharmacopeia and effect his cures upon himself and others by the sole use of peyote.42
Rave preached about the healing properties of peyote while introducing it among the Winnebago. Like other early peyotists, he had experienced visions, but did not consider them fundamental. Radin emphatically stated:
The first and foremost virtue preached by Rave for the peyote was its curative power. He gives a number of instances in which hopeless venereal diseases and consumption were cured by its use; and this to the present day is the first thing one hears about.43
This appeal of Lophophora Williamsii as a medicine may be duplicated in almost every tribe regarding whose peyote ceremony sufficient is known. Among the Kickapoo, Kiowa, Shawnee, and Wichita, I heard constant references to the fact that early peyote leaders in the tribes had experienced the curative powers of the plant and had taught of its medicinal virtues.
It is true that the therapeutic appeal is as vital and as influential today as it was fifty years ago. Many of the young peyote devotees whom I interviewed are sincere in their belief in the supremacy of peyote as a medicine. Their faith in the plant extends far beyond its value as a physical medicament, and the enthusiasm with which they described cure after cure indicated clearly that conditions have changed little in this respect from the early days of the cult. Many who stray away from the peyote religion return to its folds in times of sickness and remain faithful when health is restored. La Barre" reports the case of a boy who, having left the peyote cult in his youth, returned to it during sickness twenty years later. This is probably not uncommon and it serves to illustrate once again the importance of the belief in peyote as a guardian and restorer of health.
VII
The importance of the curing ritual in the peyote ceremony has been completely overlooked by those who have written on the subject. Although a patient is not necessary to a peyote meeting, very often a sick person is treated during the course of a ceremony. This is common to both Mexican and American peyote ceremonies. Prayers for health and longevity are offered in the meetings, but definite ritualistic courses of treatment are resorted to whenever the seriousness of an illness warrants such action.
In Mexico, the Tarahumare carry out a pseudotherapeutic rite at the break of dawn.45 No peyote additional to that consumed during the night is administered to the patient, however. In the Mexican rite, every worshipper takes part in the ritual and is believed to derive some health-giving power from the treatment, whereas in the American peyote curing ritual, the patient alone is treated.
Among the American peyotists, the curing rite is more therapeutic than is that of the Tarahumare, because additional doses of peyote are given to the suffering patient. Here peyote is used as an actual medicine, usually administered in the form of a tea. Literature on the curing rite is almost entirely lacking. Apparently, the form of the ritual is not yet stereotyped, but varies according to the preferences of the leader. The Kiowa leader who conducted the curing rite which I witnessed treated a young man suffering from tuberculosis. Leaving his place shortly after the ritual of the Midnight Water, the leader walked to the patient, lying at the side of the tipi. The fire-man handed the leader a cup of water, and the leader offered several prayers in which the words Jesus Christ were frequently used. He handed the patient fourteen mescal buttons which he himself had partly masticated before the treatment. While the patient was swallowing them, the leader waved the cup of water in cedar incense produced by of the Mexican tribes understand and employ the term peyote. Some have naturalized the word into their own language. Both in the field and in the literature, I have found that the native, pre-peyote word for "medicine" has often been applied to the cactus, sometimes retaining its original connotation, sometimes losing it. The Delaware biisung, the Taos walena, the Comanche puakit, and the Omaha makan, are reported in the literature as terms formerly meaning "medicine," but now signifying "peyote.""49 Likewise, I have found that to designate "peyote," the Kickapoo use naw-tai-no-nee and the Shawnee o-jay-bee-kee, both of which terms formerly meant "medicine." Thus, it seems that there is a wide-spread understanding of Lophophora Williamsii as a great medicine. In this connection, it is interesting to note that an Aztec word50 for peyote-ichpatl-means, according to an analysis by Reko, "wooly medicine" or "fleecy drug." X A thorough consideration of the literature combined with field observations indicates that the importance of peyote visions has been exaggerated out of its proper proportion. The fact that, when visual hallucinations do accompany peyote intoxication, they are of a fantastic nature has led to a great amount of emphasis being placed on their psychological interpretation and anthropological significance. Accounts of peyote visions among Indians, however, are very rare; only a few having been reported in the literature. The rarity in the literature of these visions is in complete harmony with certain observations made in the field. Of the many Indians of all ages with whom I talked, only a few had ever experienced visions during peyote ceremonies. Everywhere among the Oklahoman tribes with which I worked I found the same disinterest in the peyote vision. There was no indication of the pursuit of visions during peyote ceremonies.
One Indian informed me that visions were exceedingly rare and were a reward to old peyotists for faithfulness to the moral teachings of the religion. Still others insisted that it was "wrong" to use peyote and the peyote ceremony as a means of obtaining visions. Petrullo51 found the same feeling among the Delaware, and part of Wilson's teachings were:
Keep your mind on peyote and don't think about other people around you or anything outside. Look at peyote and the fire all the time and think of it. Sit quiet and do not move around or be uneasy. Then you will not get sick [nauseated] or see 49 Petrullo, Diabolic Root; Parsons, Taos Pueblo; La Barre, Peyote Cult; Gilmore, Uses of Plants. 50o Chavero and others, Mexico al traves de los siglos. 61 Petrullo, Diabolic Root.
